Clinical clerkships: students can structure their own learning.
In clinical clerkships, student learning is often unstructured and diverse. Even when curriculum objectives are explicit, they are seldom used by students to guide their learning. Student-determined learning objectives may help students to structure their learning. This study aimed to assess whether students can use this method to meet widely differing learning needs within the general practice clerkship and considered the relationship of student objectives to overall curriculum objectives. Students allocated a 5-week clerkship in general practice from April 2000 to April 2001 were required to set and meet personal learning objectives within a supportive learning environment. They recorded the strategies they used, how well objectives were met and which curriculum objectives they met. Objectives were categorised using a hierarchical system. A total of 143 (85%) students recorded 1549 objectives. Four categories accounted for 1092 (70%) of objectives: Consultation Skills; Study of Diseases; Practical Procedures, and Therapeutics. Otherwise the range of objectives set was wide, encompassing all curriculum objectives. A total of 1043 objectives were rated as satisfactorily or highly satisfactorily met and 185 (12%) were not met at all. Strategies that students used to meet objectives included clinical experience with doctors but also with practice-based nurses. Students were able to use student-determined learning objectives to meet a diverse range of learning needs within the general practice clerkship. The objectives set reflected the breadth of curriculum objectives. This method allows students to address gaps in their knowledge in a clerkship where teaching is largely based on opportunistic contact.